Prosopopeia, or personification, was the principal representational strategy of the London Lord Mayor's Shows of the early seventeenth century. Staged annually to mark the accession of the new Lord Mayor, the Shows were elaborate processions that made their way through the busiest streets of the heart of early modern London, pausing at various points for the performance of dramatic vignettes. These vignettes were complex pageants that typically featured allegorical figures representing abstract qualities, places, art forms, and acts. These figures were both embodied by living actors and depicted in iconographic decoration. The virulent anti-Catholicism of postReformation London means that the Show's relationship to its pre-Reformation predecessors is somewhat vexed. Nevertheless, the Shows recuperate the allegorical modes familiar from religious iconography and processional forms, such as saints' days celebrations, and mix them with comparable types such as exotic beasts and 'savage' men, recognisable from other earlier forms of street theatre and popular drama. These prior forms are reworked to articulate newer priorities, a transformation that reveals much about both the early seventeenth century context, and the mechanisms of prosopopeia itself.
and speeches for the year's celebrations, though this only became regular practice in the seventeenth century. The texts that survive offer us a partial glimpse of a total form of theatre that synthesised a wide range of aesthetic and sensory possibilities, and encompassed quotidian space within its mythologizing scope. Unlike commercial theatre or courtly spectacle, the Shows took place publicly and were free and open to the entire community. They were available to a wider range of spectators and participants than any other early modern genre in English. Thus, they offer evidence for the kinds of representation that were most widely experienced and understood in early modern English culture. Their use of personification gives us a powerful insight into the ways that representation could be put to work in public spectacle.
The writer of the Show was responsible for more than just the text of the speeches and songs, as they also had to co-ordinate the design and building of the pageant cars, the making of costumes, and the hiring of actors, as well as procuring the printing of between 200-500 copies of a description of the event. There are records for 20 Shows between 1602 and 1626, showing that 9 were written by Anthony Munday, and 6 by Thomas Middleton, with one further Show shared between them. It is perhaps because of the extensive contacts and experience that would have been required to co-ordinate such a complex event that only a small number of writers were engaged for the task in the period under consideration.
2 But the repeated commissioning of these writers also implies a sanctioning of their rhetorical practices by the sponsors of the Shows, the London livery companies. This essay focuses on the representational strategies used in a selection of Shows by these two writers. It will argue that Middleton and Munday utilise the techniques of personification (and allegory more generally) to meet the conflicting demands of the genre by creating a purposefully opaque sense of esoteric meaning. Although critics in the past have tended to dismiss the genre because of its incoherence, this essay argues that, rather than a mistake, structured incoherence is in fact a deliberate element of the Shows' representational mode.
The livery company of the new Lord Mayor would start inviting proposals from the writers several months before the event, and sometimes in competition with each other. The Shows were thus collaboratively produced expressions of the culture and power of the city elites, embodied by the livery companies. Their symbolic strategies are therefore deeply implicated in the political situation of early modern London at a time when global trade and proto-colonial practices were being instigated.
This essay begins with an examination of the way that trade and political structures are figured in the Shows, drawing a distinction between the political underpinnings of representation in the two writers' work, before exploring how they both blur early modern categorisations of rhetorical figures. It then discusses ways in which the texts intervene in the processes of meaning and the construction of their own relations to the events they represent, before showing that, ultimately, the texts themselves model the kinds of reading that they try to persuade the reader to engage in. Himatia, or clothing, is a supreme, royal head of a hierarchy wherein each individual has a role to play along a chain of productivity in which there is no superfluity or waste. The figure at the top of the tableau is the final purpose of the activities of those below her, 4 and without her their roles would be meaningless. The chariot is guarded by Peace, Plentie, Liberalitie and Discreet Zeale, who 'supporte the florishing condition of Himatiaes Common-wealth and strive to prevent all occasions which may seem sinister or hurtfull thereto ' (137-9) . This model of the commonwealth is one in which common gain can only be achieved by submitting to the figure at the top, whose benefit is thus understood to represent the benefit of all.
The symbolic link between the spatial arrangement of the tableau and the hierarchical nature of power is an example of the repeated use of visual symbols as analogies for abstract ideas in the Shows. Their practice of habitual metaphor is so pervasive that it is no overstatement to suggest that everything in the Shows is recruited to stand in for something else. In the same Show, for example Munday includes Henry Fitz-Alwin, the first Lord Mayor, as a character. He describes the previous methods of governing London that were attempted before Richard I instituted the office of Lord Mayor. These included the appointment of two bailiffs, an arrangement which not only did not work but 'could not please the king' because 'in two mens rule grew varying' (286-7). Plurality is not only impractical, he says, it is also against God's plan:
Therefore as God had given him place, Solely to rule, and judge each case, So he would plant a deputie To figure his authoritie,
In the true forme of Monarchie, Then which, no better soveraigntie (292-7)
The office of Lord Mayor is both successful in practice and morally acceptable because it follows the model of royal authority, which in turn is predicated on a paternalistic paradigm of the authority of God. The Lord Mayor has a position of power that follows the same pattern as the King's relationship to the kingdom, God's relationship to creation, and Himatia's relationship to the domain of clothing manufacture. that action is required to merit it. Rather than praise being something that those of high birth are simply entitled to, based upon invocations of ancestry, we are told that 'Fame waits their age whom Industry their youth' (76).
In terms of the pageant's scheme, honour-gaining activity is specifically economic. A figure representing Traffic holds a globe that symbolises how she, with Industry, 'knits love and peace amongst all nations' (61). Mercantile wealth-gathering is specifically portrayed as a socially beneficial act. The implication of this pageant is clearly that the achievement of aldermanic and mayoral status is an indication of having spent one's youth participating in the industrious activity that the pageant commends.
Despite this sense of the self-evidence of the Lord Mayor's entitlement to praise, the contingency of honour is emphasised in a slight but significant dramatic scene staged at the end of the Show. At the 'Castle of Fame or Honour' a character called Reward jumped up as soon as she saw the Lord Mayor and invited him to take the seat reserved for him 'to do thy virtues grace' at 'Fame's bright Castle ' (193) . Justice, however, stepped in, declaring that Reward had been too forward because the Lord Mayor must first prove himself before he can receive praise:
A whole year's reverend care in righting wrongs And guarding innocence from malicious tongues, Must be employ'd in virtue's sacred right […] There must be merit, or our work's not right ' (199-201; 214) .
In finding a triumphal rhetoric to suit his patrons, Middleton converts a discourse founded on aristocratic birthright to one in which the values of capitalist economic productivity are Puttenham, on the other hand, divides the figure into separate categories, using the label prosopographia (the representation of persons who did exist at some point, or could have done).
Prosopopoeia takes counterfeiting to a further level of feigning 'because it is by way of fiction' to feign any person with such features, qualities, and conditions, or if ye will attribute any human quality, as reason or speech, to dumb creatures or other insensible things, and do study (as one may say) to give them a human person. Munday therefore had to tread a fine line between pushing for the unification of the three nations into a single state and maintaining an acknowledgement of their separate distinctiveness.
Unsurprisingly, Britannia is personified in the Show. Alongside her, however, are also the three constituent nations, Albania, Cambria, and Loegria who represent Scotland, Wales, and
England respectively, suggestion a vision of separate entities blended together in a way that does not compromise their essentially distinct identities. All four are represented as female figures on the same principle as abstract qualities such as Fame, for example. However, each nation is also represented by a male pseudo-historical figure (Brute and his sons Albanact, Camber, and Locrine).
Each of these men is presented as the spouse of the relevant kingdom and the root of that kingdom's name. These male figures seem to be more 'real', active people (prosopographia, in
Puttenham's terms), whereas the female figures are prosopopeia, because they represent places.
Thus, the relationship between these male figures and the territories they represent is more akin to the manner of the King himself. This mode can also be observed in the habit of referring to kingly or aristocratic characters in drama by their territories (e.g. 'our noble uncle, Lancaster' in Shakespeare's A similar pattern of differentiated levels of representativeness can be seen in Middleton's
Richard II). Identity itself in this
Triumphs of Honour and Virtue (1622) . In this pageant both Indian and English bodies are represented, but there is a key distinction between the way in which these representations are described in terms of clothing. One set of actors are described in metaphor as 'Indians in antique habits' (45-6). Another set are enumerated and described literally: 'three habited like merchants'
(46-7). This subtly closes off the possibility of subjectivity and reality for types of people, identified by clothing (and, implicitly, complexion) as foreign and/or alien.
The three actors who represent the merchants are densely representative on several further levels. As Middleton's text explains, the Lord Mayor and both Sheriffs of the city were all members of the Grocers' Company that year. To signify this, the three men who held these positions the previous time that this coincidence had occurred are, according to the text, also represented by these three actors, 'matched and paralleled with these three […] as worthy successors' (106-7). On one level, then, the individuated English bodies, prosopographically representing people actually present at the Show, are set against a vague and undefined 'Indian' anonymity. But, on another level, the text seems to suggest that they also represent Commerce, Adventure and Traffic, abstractions personified as a holy trinity of mercantile virtues. 10 The distinctions here are clearly meant to collapse, associating these qualities with the men whose achievements were being celebrated.
As Gordon Teskey notes, allegory oscillates between 'negative and positive others', and establishes a hierarchy whereby 'the former, positive sense of the 'other' as a higher, abstract meaning reflects back on a literal narrative that is 'other' in a negative sense'. Indeed, Teskey suggests that the hierarchy between these two values is the point, because it postulates a 'transcendental otherness that we situate above the world in order to make that world, as the macrocosm, coincide with the self'. 11 The Shows, however, whilst maintaining this interplay, confuse its directionality. It is not always clear what the positive, primary, or 'literal' element of the figure is.
10 The text is somewhat ambiguous here, and could be read to meant that Commerce, Adventure and Traffic are a further three figures in the pageant. I interpret the passage to mean that they are embodied by the same actors. 11 Teskey G., Allegory and Violence (Ithaca -London: 1996) 6-7. In one sense, the meaning of these figures is subordinated to the cause of elevating the status of the real people present at the event that the figures are being recruited to celebrate. The
So in terms of the three figures from
Mayor and Aldermen are being paid an extravagant compliment by their presence. But at the same time, the assertion of 'presence' made by these figures simply emphasises their absence. Only their avatars are available, and even these need copious explanation and glossing, both in the speeches on the day and in the commemorative text. The effect generated is that in fact the signified behind these signifiers is even farther away than it might first appear. As these texts seek to close down this distance, more gaps become possible.
This explains why the danger of misreading is consistently, paranoiacally raised by the printed texts. In the same Show, The Triumphs of Love and Antiquity, Middleton imputes such misreading to the fault of 'over curious and inquisitive' readers (296-7), a typical gesture in such texts. Despite this refusal to take responsibility for misinterpretations, we have seen that Middleton nonetheless affixes a list explaining who the figures in his Parliament of Honour were supposed to be. He states that this will ensure that the display 'may arrive at a clear and perfect manifestation' (295-6). Whilst there is clearly a sense here that the textual manifestation of the allegory will be a flawless one, this usage of 'perfect' also reflects the now obsolete meaning of being finished and complete (OED sense 3). Thus, the Show is incomplete (and flawed) until it has been recorded and explained by textual description.
In discussing Geffrey Whitney's 'normative model' of the emblem, Michael Bath identifies a tripartite structure in which the 'emblem presents us with an epigram which resolves the enigmatic relation between motto and picture by appealing to received meanings which its images have in company. This is supported within the text by Munday's statement that our devices for that solemne and Joviall day, were and are accordingly proportioned, by the discreete and well advised judgement of the Gentlemen, thereto chosen and deputed This is also borne out by the note in the Fishmongers' Company records that suggests that
Munday was obliged to employ nominees of the company in the business of preparing the Show, and to incorporate their ideas into his plans. 16 Munday's emphasis on his own acquiescence to his sponsor's requests maintains a sense of an externally-fixed meaning that the text does not create, but grants access to.
Similarly, in Sidero-thriambos (1618), Munday appeals explicitly to common knowledge. He declares that all of the personages portrayed 'have all Emblemes and Properties in their hands' so that even those of the 'weakest capacity' will understand 'the true morality of this devise' (189-91).
Paradoxically, however, later in the Show, the character of the 'Brittish Barde' declines to 'expresse' the meaning of 'Thaese Shewes and Emblems' for fear of 'tediousnes', and instead directs the Lord Mayor to wait 'Until thilke Buke, whilke speaks them aw ' (257-61 there is fair hope that things where invention flourishes, clear art and her graceful proprieties should receive favour and encouragement from the content of the spectator, which, next to the service of his honour and honourable Society, is the principal reward it looks for; and not despairing of that common favour-which is often cast upon the undeserver, through the distress and misery of judgement-this takes delight to present itself (25-33).
It is difficult to discern here who the grammatical subject of the sentence is and what the antecedents of the pronouns 'it' and 'this' are. The circuitousness of the tortuous expression in this passage is in itself an indication of the text's concealments and verbal decoys. Ultimately, though, the grammatical subject here is the text itself, presenting itself to the reader. As we saw above, Middleton conceptualises the text as the element that completes the 'perfection' of the Show as a whole. Here, we discover that the text is personified as an agent seeking the approval of the (uncommon) reader, but only if the reader submits to the text's own interpretation of itself. The poor judgement of some is asserted to manipulate the reader into the opposite position, one which coincides with accepting the text's own assertions about its own status and its relationship to the event it describes. whereas the text positions itself in the category of the 'real'.
Political structures, especially a divinely-sanctioned monarchical hierarchy, constitute objective external fixities that the texts gesture towards but can only name obliquely. This is not only because of the risks involved in naming and committing to particular political configurations within a volatile public sphere, but also because direct naming would undo the power of the symbol being invoked. The referent is always out of reach, and the circuits of representation in the texts work to conceal this by creating a self-referential, self-reinforcing linguistic domain. To generate the impression of a fixed external reality, the text must impressionistically suggest it, but never define it, to allow the reader to fill in the deficiencies with their own understanding.
Here, Teskey's description of the way that allegory 'elicits continual interpretation as its primary aesthetic effect' is a useful formulation to apply to the Lord Mayors' Shows. Like allegories, they are 'incoherent on the narrative level, forcing us to unify the work by imposing meaning on it'.
18
The Lord Mayors' Shows are not allegories per se, but they do use personification to concretise the political interests of the elites that they represent. The texts present us with a set of personifications whose relationships seem like a puzzle for which there must be a solution. Earlier scholars responded to this challenge with spot-the-reference descriptiveness, as well as complaints about how incoherent these texts are. 19 If we recast this incoherence as a feature, not a mistake, we can see more clearly how the kinds of personification used enable the writer to account for the disparate
